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Rev. Dr. Richard Sturch’s rejoinder                                                    
Rev. Dr. Richard Sturch, former lecturer at London School of Theology 

 

It is a pleasure and an honour to be invited to "respond" to Rob Cook's excellent and wide-
ranging paper. With most of it I am in whole-hearted agreement. (I should indeed differ from 
him on the matter of whether God can be said to suffer or be vulnerable in Himself- He chose 
to suffer and be vulnerable in the Incarnation - but that is a side-issue.) 
     
My one query is this. Rob rejects the suggestion that animals are not conscious and 
therefore only appear to suffer. He may well be right. But it is by no means certain. Even with 
human beings there is the well-known "Problem of Other Minds": how do I know that you 
have sensations in the way that I do? One answer to this lies (I believe) in the fact that 
philosophers down the years have discussed what at various times have been called "ides", 
"impressions", "sense-data" and "qualia"., and unless philosophers are constituted differently 
from other people, this implies that many of us do have this aspect to our lives. Now it seems 
possible that not all people are in fact like this, that some are, in the jargon, "zombies", 
reacting to stimuli (including pain) exactly as others do, save in this respect: lacking the inner 
life that gives rise to the language of "qualia", they will, if they are philosophers, deny that 
qualia are real at all. 
 
It is at least possible that this is true of animals generally. The things Dr Cook mentions like 
the reactions some of them display to mirrors would be perfectly consistent with qualia-less 
lives. And if so, then the peculiar feelings we associate with pain might be missing in animal 
lives after all. Unfortunately, we cannot discuss the matter with them as we can with humans, 
so we cannot be sure. 
 
This does not relieve us of any responsibilities towards animals. We have to give them the 
benefit of the doubt; better to treat them as fully "conscious" and find that they are not than 
treat them as not conscious and find that they are. But the point is I think worth considering-
and might affect questions of theodicy. 
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